St. Louis Wage Inequality Compared with the Nation's
In May 2016, the average hourly wage in the St. Louis MSA was $23.19, while the median hourly wage was $17.83, values close to the respective U.S. wages of $23.86 and $17.81. The top 10 percent (90th percentile) of workers in the St. Louis MSA earned an average of $42.93, about 6 percent lower than the analogous national average of $45.45. 3 The average hourly wage of the bottom 10 percent (10th percentile) was $9.03 in the St. Louis MSA and $9.27 nationally. Management was the highest-paid broad occupation group in the MSA, with a mean wage of $55.02 and a median of $47.37, while food preparation and serving was the lowest, at $10.58 and $9.31, respectively.
A useful way to study the evolution of inequality over time is to compare the wages of the top 10 percent of workers with the bottom 10 percent of workers (the 90-10 ratio) over a 15-year period. If all incomes increased proportionally over the period, the ratio would remain unchanged. However, if incomes in the 90th percentile grow faster (slower) than those in the 10th, the ratio would increase (decrease). modestly during the recession, it has increased over time and stood at about 4.75 in 2016. This ratio is still lower than the national average, however, indicating less wage inequality than for the nation as a whole.
Uneven Wage Growth in the St. Louis MSA
Other income ratios can be helpful for identifying what is driving the wage inequality: higher wages at the top or lower wages at the bottom. Figure 2 shows the ratios of the 90th percentile to the median (the 90-50 ratio) and the median to the 10th percentile (the 50-10 ratio) for the St. Louis MSA. Wages of high-wage earners have risen steadily faster than those of the median worker. The Great occupations. In fact, inequality between occupations can be substantial: The median wage for lifeguards is $8.91 per hour, while that for physicians and surgeons is $99.82 per hour. The greatest within-group inequality ratios tend to be in sales occupations, which often have commission-based incentives: financial services sales agents (7.2), real estate brokers (7.1), and musicians and singers (6.8). Low-wage occupations tend to exhibit the least within-occupation inequality ratios: lifeguards (1.3), cooks (1.4), and personal care aids (1.4).
Research on Polarization
The increase of employment in high-and low-skilled jobs and the decline of employment in middle-skilled jobs is called job polarization and is often cited as a cause of the increase in wage inequality. 5 The results in Figure 2 are consistent with job polarization: As demand for midskill occupations declines and wage growth slows for them, the gap widens between mid-skill and high-skill jobs and shrinks between mid-skill and low-skill jobs. n The divergence of these ratios indicates two key points: First, increased inequality in the St. Louis MSA is primarily due to gains at the very top of the distribution. Second, the lowest-wage workers have gained on the median worker since 2007.
Wage Disparities Within Occupations
While some inequality is due to wage differences within the same occupation, wage differences across occupations are the primary factor. Figure 3 shows the distribution of 90-10 ratios within the 552 OES detailed occupation groups in the St. Louis MSA. 4 That is, this graph shows the distribution of within-occupation inequality. Most of the ratios are between 1 and 4, with an average of 3.2, about two-thirds of the aggregate ratio of 4.7, which suggests that inequality between occupations is greater than inequality within
There is less wage inequality in the St. Louis MSA than in the nation. 
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